During the last few weeks, the results of two very revealing public opinion surveys, one conducted in the UK and one in France, have come to my attention.
The British poll was conducted by MORI for the Coalition for Medical Progress, and was paid for by the Medical Research Council (MRC). The Coalition was recently formed by a number of organisations involved in explaining the role of research involving animals, as outlined in the Spring 2003 issue of RDS News. 1 The MORI research followed an earlier project conducted in 1999. Between March and May 2002, MORI conducted four focus group meetings, involving 36 people, and two quantitative surveys, involving 1125 adults. The report 2 makes fascinating reading, and deserves a more thorough analysis than is possible here.
Of those interviewed, 59% were fairly/very interested in the issue of animal experimentation, and 67% were fairly/very concerned about the use of animals in medical research. 38% felt that "it's unpleasant/cruel", 10% that "some testing is unnecessary", and 9% that "there should be an alternative". Particularly interesting was the finding that, provided that all welfare regulations were well enforced, the following percentages of respondents felt the use of these groups was acceptable/unacceptable in medical research: human volunteers -80/11; rats -66/23; genetically modified rats -41/42; monkeys -39/46. The result for monkeys surprised the authors of the report.
One important message for FRAME and likeminded groups was that "the general impression received is that little is known about alternatives to animal testing", although "this issue was not discussed at great length in the focus groups due to time constraints". Or could this have been because alternatives are not of great interest to the Coalition? After all, the major part of the survey was about justifying the use of animals. Nevertheless, 89% of respondents agreed that "there needs to be more research into alternatives to animal experimentation".
The Coalition was pleased that the proportion of "conditional acceptors" had increased from 84% in the 1999 survey to 90% in 2003. 1 Conditional acceptors are those who accept the use of animals for certain applications, provided that certain conditions are met: 76% "so long as there is no unnecessary suffering"; 75% "so long as it is for medical research purposes"; 69% for medical research "where there is no alternative".
This result is difficult to fathom, since 35% of the respondents agreed with the statement that "I do not support the use of animals in any experimentation because of the importance I place on animal welfare", while 21% agreed that "the Government should ban all experiments on animals for any form of research".
Of those questioned, 93% said that they knew not very much/nothing at all about the rules and regulations that govern animal experimentation, and, while 35% had a fair amount/a great deal of trust in them, 52% had not very much/no trust at all.
In terms of providing "honest and balanced information", 45% trusted animal welfare groups, 45% trusted vets and 34% trusted the MRC. However, only 23% trusted scientists, 22% trusted environmental groups, and 9% trusted anti-vivisection groups. When asked about trusting different kinds of scientists, 50% trusted scientists working for universities, while the responses for other scientists were: those working for environmental groups (31%), for government (9%), and for industry (6%).
The MORI report contains an intriguing section on "reassurances". For example, 7 out of 10 respondents were comforted to hear that "alternatives to the use of animals in research are continually being developed and used" and "by law, animals can only be used for research if there is no other way of obtaining the information".
I very much hope that the Coalition members will not be satisfied merely to promote such superficial reassurances for the general public, but, along with FRAME, will strive to see that there is a greater commitment to the Three Rs in the UK, with laudable, genuine and practical outcomes.
The French survey report is no less interesting. 3 Ipsos Opinion consulted 1016 adults on 31 January and 1 February 2003, for One Voice, an animal welfare organisation, and put seven main questions to them.
The percentages of the respondents who, in general agreed/disagreed with the use of animals in research and testing were 34/64, and 87% were in favour of prohibiting all research which causes animals to suffer -and 78% were of the opinion that experiments on animals currently cause significant amounts of suffering. 72% favoured a ban on all use Editorial Animal Experimentation as Perceived by the Citizens of Britain and France of cats and dogs. 70% felt that the French Government regulations were insufficient, and 83% felt that it was rather/very urgent to pass a law to control animal experimentation much more strictly than today.
Asked about replacement alternative methods, 85% of those questioned favoured a total ban on animal experimentation when it could be shown that alternative methods could be used instead.
Perhaps surprisingly, given the official French attitude on these issues, 60% of respondents favoured a ban on testing cosmetic ingredients and products on animals, and 55% favoured a ban on animal tests for chemicals and chemical products (including household products, fertilisers and pesticides).
The outcome of this very worthwhile survey will serve to counter the commonly held view on this side of the Channel that the French have little interest in animal welfare. Meanwhile the British should strive much harder to deserve their reputation as animal lovers.
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